Mesotelencephalic dopamine system and reproductive behavior in the female rat: effects of ventral tegmental 6-hydroxydopamine lesions on maternal and sexual responsiveness.
The effects of lesions to the mesolimbic dopamine system on maternal and sexual behaviors in the female rat was assessed. Rat dams that were given ventral tegmental area microinfusions of 6-hydroxydopamine (6-OHDA) during lactation showed a persistent deficit in pup retrieval but were not impaired with respect to nursing, nest building, or maternal aggression. In addition, 6-OHDA-lesioned females failed to respond to amphetamine by showing locomotor hyperactivity. Administration of the dopamine blocker raclopride to neurologically intact dams also inhibited pup retrieval but had no effect on nursing. Females given 6-OHDA during pregnancy appeared completely unresponsive to pups, whereas no maternal deficits were seen in females that received 6-OHDA 8 weeks before parturition. Proceptive (hopping and darting) and receptive (lordosis) components of sexual behavior, assessed after ovariectomy and exogenous steroid hormone treatment, were not affected by mesolimbic 6-OHDA lesions.